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Taking health into 
account in all policies
Author’s reply
The singularity of the opportunity 
presented by the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) lies 
in their explicit aim to support 
economic, social, and environmental 
development that promotes human 
rights, sustainability, and equity. And 
there is no better way to achieve this 
goal than promoting health. Within 
the complexity of the proposed 
goals and targets lies a key strength: 
the stakeholders responsible for 
promoting the broader sustainable 
development agenda agree to deﬁ ne 
development not in the reductive 
terms of gross domestic product, 
but framed by central considerations 
of equity, health, and sustainability. 
Under this agenda, the wider social 
determinants of health are being 
highlighted globally as never before.
Many instances exist of the public 
health community’s engagement with 
the challenging political processes 
called for in Lauri Kokkinen’s letter. 
In past years, the Pan American 
Health Organization (PAHO) has 
actively worked hand-in-hand with 
Health Ministries in the Region of the 
Americas to support controversial 
legislation and regulation on several 
issues that directly or indirectly aﬀ ect 
health such as water, air, and food, just 
to mention a few. It is the position of 
PAHO that global and national leaders 
in public health should be empowered 
to bolster, in unequivocal terms, the 
importance of health in policy making.
To make this argument compelling, 
however, the public health community 
must recognise that the relevance 
of health to wider national and 
international development goals 
might not be immediately obvious 
to other sectors. That is the challenge 
that we now face, and furthermore 
that we wish to highlight to advocates, 
researchers, and practitioners alike: 
from promoting universal access to 
health and universal health coverage 
to ensuring that the effect of 
urbanisation on health is considered 
in city planning, and the social and 
economic development agendas. If 
those impacts are to be taken into 
account, they must be measured and 
described in ways that are persuasive, 
making direct reference to the 
numerous respects in which ill health 
and disease are disruptive, costly, and 
avoidable.
It is valid to note that speaking 
broadly of health equity counts 
for little in the face of competing 
interests, when those interests might 
influence or pressure authorities 
defining the political agenda. 
However, because of the intersectoral 
nature of the work needed to achieve 
the SDGs, this observation supports, 
rather than undermines, the credibility 
of the post-2015 agenda to realise 
equitable health gains using a Health 
in All Policies approach.
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